Purposeful Options in Sometimes Rough Waters of Business Partnerships 

By Prof. Elliot Aronson 



About Partnerships 

The partnership, whether in friendship, 
marriage or business, is in essence a human 
relationship. It is, as good as, parties 
involved are determined to treat it properly. 

There are no 'for granted' partnership and 
involvement of partners is never ending 
endeavor with excellent benefits. 


Why partnership at all? 

Very often people ask themselves whether they need a partnership, given that they could manage situation 
alone. Let look at it from all angles. 

1. One may need a partnership, as simple lack of appropriate knowledge, experience, skills, financial means, 
time, determination or whatever may be needed in order to achieve certain objectives. 

2. One may need 'shared experience' with someone else on the path of partnership while sharing 'good or 
bad' for integrity of involved in the partnership. 

3. One may need protective layer of other. It can be confidence or deeper knowledge or even long-lasting 
relationship that could lead to purposeful partnership. 

4. One may need someone to share business ideas in order to test them prior to decision and for this not 
so obvious purpose; it is not always comfortable to ask someone else. 

5. One may need a comfort of understanding that being lonely soldier in the field, even if you rule it all, is 
certain disadvantage. Might not look so always, but in some circumstances it is so. 

6. One may need second opinion and not willing to ask parties who do not know more about background 
of the question. 

7. One may need partner, because certain undertaking would be not possible without him. Not all partners 
are replaceable. With right partner, many benefits may come, as long as, it fits purpose of the underlying 
idea. 

8. One may need partner in order to take free days or disappear for a while, knowing that things will work 
without risks. 


9. Many other reasons WHY ONE MAY NEED a partner. 



What is common to all above? 


The meaning of the word - NEED ! 

In other words, if you do not need the partner, do not look for it. 

There are lonely wolves in the business, politics, life, who manage it 
well. They do not need anyone and enjoy that emptiness. 

Welcome to the world of I am the Greatest! 

Long-term psychological practice of researching partnerships, what is part of research of relationships shows 
that partnership in essence is not condicio sine qua non for realization of individual's highest potentials, but 
in statistics, there is much more dominant success stories based in well-established partnerships than in sole 
entrepreneurship. 

This specially relates to modern realities where no one alone has enough time to cover endless bases of 
updated knowledge, information flows, communications demands, managing different units etc. etc. 

When realities are taking into equation, there is evident benefit and pure synergy when added capabilities 
multiply in more than arithmetic progression. 

When scientists analyze relationships as one of the first social creation with an onset of the intellect in 
humans, it very fast shows that development of intellectual capacity created efficient relationships from very 
primitive societies and continued to develop up to present time. 

A notion of partnership is definitely viewed as evolutionary step over basic relationships that have more of 
functionally symbiotic nature than socio-intellectual capacity to grasp higher reason and objectives. 

It is scientifically proven fact, that partnership requires a capacity for it. Without doubt, that all humans are 
capable for certain form of partnerships, and differences here could be extremely large. 

Given the fact that partnerships are not only intellectual, material and functional formations, but to higher 
degree, as well as, foundations of intuitive, emotional, philosophical and ethical merits. 

With sound knowledge on foundation of partnership, we can surely cover wide range of basic, natural 
principles that govern them and with high degree of certainty; we may learn and predict development of 
potential issues within it. 

Pros of Partnership: 

a. ) there is no real substitute for proper partnership or partner, when it is nourishing. 

b. ) benefits go beyond simple arithmetic 

c. ) less visible advantages are not always recognizable, but they exist 
Cons of Partnership: 

a. ) difficult experience when it does not work or if partners do not need it 

b. ) sharing benefits is sometimes hard, compared to sharing hardships 

c. ) broken partnership has far-reaching negative consequence 


what 
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WE NEED TO 

Communication is Key 

For a partnership, an emphasis on clear communication between partners is essential. Leverage 
communication and collaboration channels. Developing value-aligned partnership that focus on common 
goals (grounds) and complementary strengths is key to ensuring successful outcomes for all. 



Conclusion on Partnership Creation as a Human Virtue 

Partnerships are among most rewarding achievements of human race and progress of humanity accelerated 
tremendously with progress of partnership opposed to tyrannical dominations of the past. 

Partnership represents higher capacity of human individual needs, with complexity of rational, pragmatic, 
ethical, compassionate and philosophical components being properly composed in order to go through 
different challenges. 

Partnership is established on both rational and intuitive domain, but in order to be in good partnership and 
to add to quality of it, individuals would be way more effective and resultative, if they have basic knowledge 
and understanding of basic and simple principles. 

Simultaneously, partnership should not be treated as a panacea for other deficiencies or shortcomings of 
partners. Good partnership always requires consciousness and good reasons to stand behind its principles. 
Below Is Maslow's hierarchy of human needs, the higher we go, firmer are fundamentals for partnerships. 


Self-actualization 


Esteem 


Love/belonging 


Safety 


Physiological 









Business Partnership - Four Keys of Conflict Resolution 


The one certainty with a business partnership, as with any close relationship, is that conflicts will arise. 
However, when partner is working closely with another partner or group, it is easy to get emotional and 
lose sight of the larger picture. This is especially the case when the stakes are high and money is on the line. 

A conflict with partner does not have to escalate and put business into a tailspin. There are steps partners 
can take to contain and manage disagreements, and find a resolution that leaves partnership and business 
safely intact. 

Here are four keys to help handling conflicting situation: 

1. Whenever possible, stop conflict before it starts 

If there are areas of discussion between partners that are likely to prompt a disagreement down the road, 
see if it is possible to cut them off before they start. For example, one of the most common areas of conflict 
among business partners is that one partner feels they are doing a larger amount of work. If business is 
heading into a new expansion phase, or any other unusually busy time, partners should lay out specific 
responsibilities in advance. This will prevent any questions about the division of labor. 

2. Don't rush to judgements 

For the owners and operators of a business, decisions often seem large, and deeply personal. When partners 
disagree on an issue important to one of them, it often seems easier to shut down and shift into battle 
mode. However, finding the patience to stop, take a breath, and consider partner's position will help to 
determine whether or not the argument gets resolved quickly and painlessly. Remember the bigger picture: 
each entered into this partnership because of shared vision for the business, and each partner brought 
strengths to the table. Without valuing partner as a whole, it becomes difficult to value their viewpoint on 
particular issues. 

3. Arrange an 'active listening' session 

This is a common dispute-resolution tactic in which each partner agrees to sit and listen to the other's 
position and opinion for a set amount of time. The key to this is that the listener should not speak, nor react, 
during this set time. It is a remarkably useful tool for cooling tempers and bad temper is not part of the 
solution finding. Moreover, it gives each side new insight into the other's position. In a business partnership, 
how each person feels after the conflict is resolved is more important than who wins. If one side feels 
marginalized and resentful, that result can poison the partnership and the business, over time. Practicing 
active listening can ease any ongoing tensions and make each side feel heard. 

4. Ask for outside help 

A neutral third party can help resolve a business partner dispute. An entire field of mediation exists for this 
reason - mediators are trained to handle disputes of all kinds. Mediation could lead to a cleaner dispute, 
faster resolution, and a more favorable outcome for both parties. If the outcome is a compromise, a 
mediator can ensure that each side is giving up a fair amount. This way, no one leaves the negotiating table 


feeling ripped off. The person chosen should be fully neutral, and trained in handling disputes. Otherwise, 
partners could wind up with a biased mediator who does more harm than good. 

Conflicts are a given in all partnerships, but one cannot lose sight of the larger goal: to resolve disagreement 
as effectively and amicably as possible. This can help ensure partners can continue running a healthy and 
growing business. 

Functioning vs non-functioning partnerships 

Partnerships are very fine mechanisms and they need certain care and maintenance for prolonged 
satisfaction. Conclusive point would be that non-functioning partnerships do not differ too much from 
functioning partnerships, except being somehow deficient of two components - insight and perception. 

We may say that insight is part of perception and vice versa. In practice, it is simple lack of comprehension 
on certain aspects, which may be very clear to one party and not immediately recognizable by the other. 

We are excluding some too obvious things, like situations when partnership was created by total error or 
lack of partner's basic capabilities for it. 

In majority of cases where people joined cooperative efforts for mutual benefits (in whatever kind they are), 
non-functioning partnership is basically a signal of missing insight. If we compare it with car, it would be 
time to change oil, filters, maybe even tires and do some lacquer fixes. Would you get rid of that car, because 
of oil filter being clogged? 


Non-functioning vs broken partnerships 

It is important difference, which sometimes is mistaken, between broken and non-functioning partnerships. 

Broken partnership should actually never exist, to start with. If partnership comes to the borderline to 
become broken, it means that multiple layers malfunctioned from very beginning and typically, such 
partnership does not last long. Many marriages broke after one week or month. Such partnership was 
broken after one day. Partnership cannot last too long on totally wrong ground, despite the fact that 
sometimes it may function more-less adequately, especially when benefits of it are rather obvious. 

During occurrence of real difficulties, where non-comfortable circumstances dominate longer periods, 
broken partnerships will collapse. 

All above has nothing to do with non-functional partnerships. They are always rooted in the group of 
functional partnerships, but in a need of repair; or just maintenance; or even some upgrade. 

Whatever works! If functional partnership show signs of malfunction it is signal that lack of insight occurred. 
It can be one party, two parties or more. One can trigger it and another will catch up. 

It is contagious and it requires fast recognition in order no fix it when is time. 


How to diagnose malfunctions in the partnership ? 


There is no single partnership in existence without moments of certain irritations, chafing or frictions. If one 
does not recognize that as part of the game, please, do not play. Yes, partner will irritate sometimes, partner 
will create frictions in your relationship with others or with yourself and partner will be source of unpleasant 
news, from time to time. 

So, you realize that your partner irritates you on some issues that were normally no irritating before. First 
reaction is typically to ask yourself, is he my partner actually or wolf in sheep's skin ? This common mistake 
ruined many good and rewarding partnerships. Not to speak if egocentric sentiments overflow individual's 
emotional domain. 

In terms of diagnostic tool, there is nothing simpler, if such occurs. As an example, partnership was 
nourishing for some time (let say longer than 2-3 years) and all of sudden you realize that your partner is 
not what you thought he was. Are you right here? 

Most likely, almost in 95% of case, you are not. Partner is very same human being, as he was. If he was 
functional partner for prolonged period and something went wrong, both will probably feel it. It is not 
warranted that both will recognize and diagnose the same. 

A key message here is Do not rush to conclusions ! It is not right-wrong situation, even if strong belief could 
suggest such. Key point to check is - what happened with the insight? Do you really see the situation as 
undisturbed reality? 

Diagnose and follow up (gold standard) 

Partnership enters into malfunction. The reactive (not proactive) state of mind or even worse, spontaneous 
emotional response is typical annoyance, anger or fury. It is normal and most expected reaction, the 
question is what next? 

Professional suggestion, comprised from wide range of practices in psychology, mediation, arbitration, 
sociology and history of humankind will scream for one direction of moving forward. Follow steps below: 

1. Stop. Calm down and decide that you are not in a best mood to make conclusions. 

2. Change reactive mode into proactive. You wish to know what is wrong and not to get a wrong 
perception of important signal that time is for repairing something in partnership. 

3. Diagnose. A simple diagnostic indication is as modest as any screenwriter will tell you - what is the 
cause of malfunction in partnership ? If some situation annoys or irritates to degree that reactive mind start 
pushing ultimate conclusions (Is this right partner for me?), first look into true motivation points. Be assured, 
that if you bring motivation to the surface and recognize it without emotional selfishness, you will have next 
steps automatically on hands. 


4. Check Damage. When you know the motivation, you may look at the damage created. You were 
annoyed, irritated, insulted. It is all reactive, definitely not accountable as true damage, it will gone fast. 

Is anyone physically hurt because of gross negligence of the high degree ? Did you lose someone close to 
you ? Is a material damage to your personal well-being affected to let say 50% or 90% or let it be 20% ? 
Did you lose public reputation due to inappropriate statements given to social and other media ? Did you 
lose your job, means for living etc.? If answer is no, it might mean that there is no partnership damage or 
let call it well established substantial damage to you on whatever level of essential life components. All other 
damages are repairable. When you know the repairable damage or even lack of it, you are ready for next 
step. 

5. Repair. Let say you found that partner went over the top and used expensive company car for private 
travel, when you both agreed that it would not be so. Furthermore, he scratched it and you feel it is not 
same car, you felt your trust was misused. After diagnosis done, you can decide that car is nothing compared 
to sound partnership, but there is material damage of let say 10000$ to repaint a nice car and you find you 
would not be happy to pay for it. You have easy repair. Ask your partner to pay for that job. It would repair 
not only car, but also your partnership. 

In complicate situations, it can be that something truly bad happened, with damage so apparent and 
obvious, but still same rule is valid. If the damage is measurable in loss of this or destroyed that, make it 
simple, find out repair for it and offer liable partner to pay for it. 

6. No revenge. If you are at the repair stage, take a deep breath and avoid revenge by any means. 
Nothing was ever corrected by the revenge. Even if you feel urge to do it, it is mistake, not mature personality 
behavior. If there is damage and if damage is repairable, and if partners find a way to repair without anyone 
feeling that he lost something after that, stop there. No further motions is needed. 

7. No overprotection. Same as for revenge, a reactive behavior would prefer sort of protecting himself 
from the future risks. Don't do it, if all ran well up to the final damage mitigation. Do not seek overprotection, 
as it would undermine functional partnership. Find mutual solution or make operating agreement. 

8. No ultimatum. In general, there is not enough awareness about devastative disposition of pushing 
ultimatums, instead of achieving true repairs. Partnership is not win-lose game. It was not created for that, 
and in situation when partners are one step to restore diagnosed malfunction, the notion of ultimatum has 
no place. Even if you are entitled by all powers, never use it, it is like nuclear bomb, you may win this battle 
and devastate the outcome. 

9. Put plan on the paper. This may seem as conflicting with 'no overprotection' rule, but what partners 
need, is to get rid of that original motivation that turned functional partnership into non-functional. Two 
facts are firm: a.) partnership was functional and b.) identified motivation turned-off certain elements to 
make it non-functional. If partners work on resolution and this should be truly mutual task, they would find 
what created situation and what are remedies to avoid it. 

10. Reach conclusion. This is a closing step of all above. Partnership functionality is restored, partners 
should conclude same without prejudice, preconception and following any selfish intentions. 


Alternative Paths 


In practice, even if partners do not know mechanics of partnership, the way out follows same steps, more- 
less always, except in situations where some issues with cool-headed mental approach is problematic and 
certain egocentric obsession takes place instead of rational mind. 

Even in such case, there are tools to help partnerships. 

There are professional mediators or qualified business relationships developing mentors; there are multiple 
avenues how to tackle above simple task with help of experience guide, if partners cannot define common 
ground. 

By all means, if no better way within a direct communication, consider alternative assistance, they are much 
better choice than no path and no communication. Invest your efforts to remediate unnecessary conflict. 


Finally, why to keep and protect partnerships? 

Really, good question. Something seemingly doesn't function perfectly, let do reactively what instincts say. 

Instincts were developed even prior to cavemen erected, just with one reactive function, to save lives and 
we inherited that part of the early human nature. If you have all, but absolutely all good reasons that you 
need to save your life, instincts will be of real help. Still, they do not save partnerships; instincts are mixes of 
too basic emotions to cope with much finer traits of relationships. 

In vast majority of situations, certain malfunction or non-functional partnership does not show unrepairable 
root problem of either completely inappropriate partners' behavior or some other issues that are beyond 
reasons for having partnership. 

It is absolutely worth to do the homework and put efforts in being proactive. Test the situation. Even ask for 
help of seasoned professional in this field. Do not ask friends for helps, they will typically consolidate with 
whatever emotion you put in front of them. 

One of good reasons is that you may never have actually better partner. It is quite possible and even likely 
that you already chosen quite appropriate person and went through all initial stages of establishing it. 

Good partnerships are value and they are pinnacle of human relationships, so they should be treated with 
high standard of attention. Partnerships do not functions as contracts, although operating agreements are 
very good way to make fundamentally solid understanding on key components. Do not treat partnership 
as business machine. It functions perfect, when partners are in harmony and do not behave in defensive 
mode. Intimidating tactics can help in negotiations, but will slowly kill partnerships. Such is a human nature. 

Changing attitude from reactive to proactive makes world of difference and it can be easily achieved with a 
little bit of efforts. 


Exiting the partnership, a remedy or way of avoiding the realities 


Each person is different, and partnerships depend on individuals working jointly. Building mutual platform 
is important part of any partnership solution related to healthy human beings. 

Reducing mutuality and shared grounds between partners is easy to do, and it may indicate avoiding of the 
realities and common sense by one or both partners. Whoever avoids reality, it is better to do step back 
and look with fresh eye. 

Does it have any validation ? Hardly. It should be a situation beyond a magnitude of reasonable, that would 
require ultimate and undisputable breakage or partnership, without attempt to repair it properly first. 

We are talking functioning partnership that cracked somewhere, but without unmanageable damages 
created. 

The issue with a breakage of partnership is that problems that caused such outcome in partnership remain 
non-remediated and do not fade away after it. Reactive poisoning may induce chaotic escalation and most 
likely, the outcome may bring frustrations that are not worth going in that direction. When partnership is 
broken, because one side insists on that, and do not put viable efforts to go into pro-active mode and repair 
it, than such action can be defined as proof to other party that whatever wrong happened becomes 
justification of other party being wrong. Vicious circle continues to create more damage. 

Partner, which consciously avoids or willingly obstruct common ground and partnership repair, quite 
likely, does not recognize real disadvantages of such choice. 

It is known among mediation professionals that an issue with person's temper requires in the first line 
reinstating the insight in order to see the realities impartially again. Seeing the partner as enemy of 
own security or comfort, surely evidences a wrong perception. One would not share time, efforts 
and build common grounds before, if such was really true. 

Still, when is time to exit partnership ? Yes, there are clear criteria and signs when partner should prefer this 
option. It is easy recognizable when such rare reality occurs, and if after calmed down, cool-headed 
analysis and checkups, it again indicates same outcome, the partnership is broken and exit should be 
prioritized. 

If gross negligence or intentionally caused damage devastated a large portion of other partner's 
material wealth (1/3-1/2 or more) or ruined his good image in the eyes of public for whatever reasons, 
the partnership will have no grounds, no doubt. That's all what is not repairable in almost all cases! 

We do not count partnerships that stopped due to physical or mental illnesses. Or forced breakages of 
partnerships due to lawsuits. If someone sues, he intentionally destroys partner's good image. Even if he is 
right, there is no partnership any more possible. 


Bottom line, there are 99% of good reasons to repair non-functioning partnership, and eventually 1% of 
true reasons to break it or exit It is not always obvious in times of growing antagonism, but it is a reality. I 
hope this material may be the best what you may find in the moment of taking care about your partnership. 
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"We need to challenge our own thinking." 


— Elliot Aronson 



